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The Dogsled Serum Run of 1925…and Those Who Prepared the Way 

December 5, 2021 

 

I’d like to start off this morning’s sermon by sharing a story with you.  It’s a true story, one that 

you might be familiar with, a story I first heard a couple years ago. 

 

In January 1925, disaster struck the town of Nome, Alaska.  Nome was a frontier town with 

around 1,000 residents when it was struck by an outbreak of diphtheria.  Diphtheria is a 

respiratory disease that affects children mostly, and it can be fatal if left untreated.  Fortunately, 

we have the medicine to treat it. 

 

Unfortunately for the people of Nome, Alaska, the nearest supply of diphtheria medicine, or 

serum, was about 600 miles away, in Anchorage, Alaska.  The million-dollar question was how 

to get this medicine from Anchorage to Nome.  Remember, this was January in 1925, and of 

course, as often happens in January in Alaska, there was a terrible blizzard going on.  It was 

impossible to get to Nome by plane in the snow.  The only way was by dogsled. 

 

So a dogsled relay was set up along the one and only trail that ran from Anchorage to Nome.  

That trail was called the Iditarod Trail, and it was used to deliver mail between the two cities.  A 

typical trip along the 674-mile trail took about a month.  A month was too long to take to deliver 

lifesaving medicine, so dogsled drivers or mushers all along the path assembled their teams.  

Over several days, these dogsled teams relayed boxes of diphtheria serum, carrying it between 25 

and 50 miles before handing the shipment off to the next team. 

 

These dogs and mushers traveled the length of the Iditarod Trail, almost 700 miles, in 5 days 

(127 hours) to deliver this life-saving medicine to the people of Nome.  And they succeeded in 

saving the town.  The most famous dog of the Serum Run of 1925 was Balto, who was a young, 

inexperienced dog. Through a series of events, Balto became the lead dog in what was supposed 

to be the second-to-last leg of the journey.  However, the final dogsled team had some issue, so 

Balto and his team ran two legs of the relay and ultimately carried the medicine into Nome 

themselves after a grueling trip. 
“Balto.” Cleveland Museum of Natural History. https://www.cmnh.org/balto. Accessed December 2, 2021. 

Josie F. Turner. “The True Story of Balto, the Dog that Became a Hero.” Animal Wised. April 23, 2017. https://www.animalwised.com/the-true-

story-of-balto-the-dog-that-became-a-hero-1394.html 

 

It’s an amazing story.  You can still visit Balto’s remains today in the Cleveland Museum of 

Natural History.  Those dogs and mushers risked their lives to save the people (particularly the 

children) of Nome. 

 

What underlying element of this story is that it wouldn’t have been possible if there were no 

Iditarod Trail.  The dogs needed some path to get to Nome; they couldn’t have just run through 

the wilderness. 

 

And the thing is, we don’t know a lot about the history of the Iditarod Trail before 1925.  We 

believe that it was originally created by Alaskan Natives to connect villages.  It was built up in 

the Alaskan Gold Rush towards the end of the 1800s and was later used (as I mentioned) as a 

mail delivery route. 
“Iditarod National Historic Trail.” Alaska.org. https://www.alaska.org/detail/iditarod-national-historic-trail. Accessed December 2, 2021. 
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So we know the name of Balto and his musher, Leonhard Seppala.  We do not know the names 

of the indigenous Alaskans who created the Iditarod Trail.  They are lost to history.  And yet, 

without them, the famous Serum Run of 1925 could not have happened.  The creators of the trail 

(literally) paved the way for the dogsled rescue of the city of Nome. 

 

It occurs to me that this isn’t an isolated case.  As a general tendency, we don’t often give much 

credit to those who prepare the way for someone or something grand. 

 

For example, we love going to baseball games; we know the names of all the players.  We don’t 

give a second thought to the grounds crew that paints the chalk lines on the field.  Yet they’re as 

essential as the players. 

 

We love going to parks and walking or running on trails (I know I do).  Yet I couldn’t tell you 

the name of one park ranger who maintains those trails. 

 

Or looking back in history, we celebrate the engineering masterpiece that was the 

Transcontinental Railroad in the United States.  The President at the time, Ulysses Grant, came 

out to drive a golden stake into the railroad as the final piece of this magnificent 

accomplishment.  We don’t often talk about the thousands of Chinese immigrants who blasted 

tunnels through mountains, built trestles, and laid the ties and rails along hundreds of miles. 

 

And closer to home, we love coming to church (at least I hope you do).  We love the service.  

But without the Altar Guild, without those who clean the space, without all of you wonderful 

volunteers who prepare this space for worship, we wouldn’t be able to be here. 

 

To be clear, it’s good to come to church and be fed by the worship service.  It’s good to know the 

names of your favorite baseball players; good to celebrate the completion of the Transcontinental 

Railroad.  I’m not criticizing that.  But it’s equally important to look for and appreciate those 

who have prepared the way. 

 

Those folks, those preparers, live in the tradition of John the Baptist, to whom we’re introduced 

today. 

 

The story of John the Baptist begins with our canticle, in which we hear the words of Zechariah.  

Zechariah was a Jewish priest.  While he was serving in the house of worship, Zechariah got a 

visit from an angel, who told him that he’d have a son who would “bring people to God.”  

Zechariah didn’t believe the angel, so he was struck speechless until the child was born. 

 

When his wife Elizabeth eventually gave birth to their son, John, Zechariah’s mouth was opened.  

And what came out was what we heard in our canticle: 

You, my child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High, * 

for you will go before the Lord to prepare his way, 

To give his people knowledge of salvation * 

by the forgiveness of their sins. 
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John’s purpose, John’s calling, is to prepare the way, to pave the road for Jesus.  It’s not a 

glorious job!  John is not going to have an easy life or a comfortable life.  If it weren’t for 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, we wouldn’t even know who John the Baptist was!  Jesus 

changed our world, but John is relatively unknown.  And yet, without John preparing for Jesus, 

it’s possible that people wouldn’t have been ready to listen and look for Jesus.  Preparing the 

way is an important job. 

 

I love how Luke introduces John.  He talks about all the important people.  “This is the Roman 

emperor; this is the Roman governor; here are the Jewish kings around our region; these are the 

high priests.”  In short, “here are the people who matter.”  And yet, the word of God didn’t come 

to any of those people.  It came to John, the son of Zechariah, who was in the middle of nowhere. 

 

And John’s message from God?  “Prepare the way of the Lord” (quoting Isaiah). 

 

Mountains will be leveled.  Valleys will be filled in.  Crooked and rough areas will be made 

straight and smooth.  And the image is that a road, a path can then be laid on that nice, flat area.  

And who will come on that path?  Not a dogsled team bringing life-saving medicine.  No, in fact, 

something better.  God himself.  Salvation.  Life eternal.  And it is meant for all people; “all flesh 

shall see God’s saving love.” 

 

Prepare the way. 

 

John will talk more next week about what it means to prepare for God’s coming, but for this 

week, I’ll leave you with this.  Prepare for Christmas.  Don’t it how the world tells you to do it, 

by shopping and running around and filling every waking moment. 

 

Prepare for Christmas, prepare your heart, by being still.  Quiet your hearts (maybe in the few 

precious moments you can).  Stop and breathe for a few seconds.  Look for God’s goodness 

showing up. 

 

And (I know some priests disagree with me), but I also think it’s good to prepare for Christmas 

by decorating.  Hanging up lights.  Listening to Christmas carols on the radio (I know, we’re 

only supposed to listen to Advent carols).  When we do this, we’re preparing our hearts for the 

coming of Jesus with joy. 

 

So prepare the way, in quietness and in excited anticipation.  And look for those unsung heroes, 

those who carry on the traditions of John the Baptist by quietly and humbly preparing the way.  

Be on the lookout for construction workers (who literally pave the way), hospital technicians and 

janitors, for those who keep our streets clean by picking up garbage, delivery drivers.  Look for 

those among us who prepare the way for others.  And thank them, when you can. 

 

Amen. 
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